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The war is over, but John Stone wonders if
he’ll ever find peace. It’s a good bet he won’t find it on the way
to Tucson … not with a band of Mexican cut-throats after him, sworn
to avenge the death of their vicious leader. And not while the
desert is home to the marauding Apache …

Even if Stone can dodge the bullets and
arrows, ahead lies the vast desert itself – more merciless than any
battlefield he’s ever faced …
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Chapter One

The desert lay vast and golden below him,
gleaming in the bright sunlight. There were trees and clumps of
grass, cactuses and large rocks, but mostly it was rolling hills of
sand all the way to the blue mountains in the distant haze.

It was hot as hell, and John Stone took off
his old Confederate cavalry hat, wiping his forehead with the back
of his arm, his dark blond hair gleaming in the sunlight. He was
from South Carolina, and it was nothing like this.

This took away his energy and made him dizzy.
When he breathed, it was like breathing the air in a furnace.
Somehow the Apaches made their life here. This was the Apache
homeland.

Their fierce spirit was the last touch in
this desert inferno. And they just didn’t shoot you and let it go
at that; they might set fire to you, skin you alive, stake you out
on an anthill, use you for target practice, let their kids tear you
apart with knives. They stopped you any way they could.

Stone held his spyglass to
his eye and scanned the terrain back and forth. Ride to the next
hill, climb it, and take another look — that was his method. He was
making his way to Tucson, sleeping at
night in the best hiding places he could find, lying down with the
rattlers.

The folks in Nolan had advised him that
Apaches had been seen in the area, and urged Stone not to go onto
the desert, but Nolan hadn’t been much of a town, and Stone knew
he’d go crazy there.

Besides, he could handle himself. He’d been a
cavalry officer during the Civil War, under Wade Hampton and Jeb
Stuart. He’d seen five years of combat, and had been in the middle
of some of the bloodiest battles in the history of the world.

He’d also been on the frontier for four
years, and had fought Indians before. Once, on a wagon train,
they’d been attacked by Comanches, and it had been as bad, and
maybe worse, than the war. The Comanches had been ferocious, more
like wild animals than men. The fight had been hand to hand, down
and dirty, and there were many moments when Stone thought he wasn’t
going to make it.

The folks in Nolan told him that Apaches
would make Comanches look like schoolchildren on a spree. His
tactics were to proceed cautiously, stay off the main trails, and
don’t linger at water holes. He’d been entranced by a water hole in
Texas once and got a Comanche arrow through his leg.

Movement in the distance caught his eye.
Peering through the spyglass, he adjusted the focus, as beads of
sweat dripped down his tanned cheeks and stubbled jaw, and the sun
glinted off his burnished spurs.

Something definitely was out there among the
sand devils and cottonwood trees — a large number of riders moving
west in a column of twos.

A chill came over him, although the
temperature was nearly one hundred degrees. He was hidden well, his
horse behind him. If he stayed still, the Apaches couldn’t see him.
They weren’t moving in his direction, and all he had to do was let
them pass.

Then he saw blue among them, and realized
they weren’t Apaches at all. They were U.S. Cavalry. The corners of
his mouth turned up in a smile.

He decided to ride with the
cavalry to the next town, or wherever they were going. Arising, he
carried his Henry rifle back to his horse. Stone was six feet two
inches tall, with broad shoulders and
thick muscles. His black boots were high-topped, and his jeans were
tucked into them, cavalry style. He approached his big black horse
and dropped the rifle into the boot. Then he mounted up and urged
the horse down the hill toward the cavalry.

The horse half walked and half skidded down
the side of the hill. Three vultures circled in the sky overhead,
and a coyote howled mournfully in the distance.

He passed a scattered growth of juniper,
prickly pear, pine oak, and ocotillo. Stone had to be careful where
he guided his horse, because he didn’t want him stabbed by the
painful needles that were everywhere.

Apaches were only one lethal feature of the
hostile desert environment. There were also wild cats, wild dogs,
and bear, not to mention poisonous snakes, lizards, and insects.
Death and pain lurked everywhere.

Stone’s horse walked across the desert, and
Stone reached for one of his canteens, unscrewed the lid, and
raised it to his mouth, drinking sparingly. A bird flew to the red
flower on the top of the saguaro cactus next to him, and Stone
looked up at it.

The desert was dangerous, but also
incredibly beautiful. There was an interesting variety of plants
and animals, and the vistas were breathtaking. From certain
viewpoints, he could see twenty miles of buttes, plateaus, and
mesas, and the light was so intense it, made the rainbow of colors
exceptionally vivid.

It was heaven and hell
combined. Reaching into his shirt pocket, he
took out his bag of tobacco and rolled himself a cigarette. He
struck the match on the side of his jeans and lit the
end.

“Hold it right there,” said a voice in front
of him. “I got you in my sights, and if you try anythin’ funny
you’re a dead man.”

Stone pulled back on his horse’s reins, and
the horse perked up his ears, looking toward his right. A man with
a white mustache, wearing buckskin and a curve-brimmed leather hat,
came out from behind a clump of cactus, carrying a rifle in his
hands. He was followed by an Apache Indian, and two Apaches emerged
from the foliage on the other side of Stone.

“Who’re you?” the man asked.

“John Stone.”

“Where you headed?”

“Tucson.”

The man narrowed his eyes as he peered up at
Stone. “Just checkin’ to make sure who you was. You’re takin’ a
helluva chance, feller, ridin’ across the desert in broad daylight
like you are. If any Apaches’d been around, they woulda been on you
like stink on shit.”

“Aren’t those Apaches there with you?”

“They work for the Army and so do I.” The man
pointed behind Stone. “We seen you on that hill back there.”

Stone was surprised, because he’d thought he
couldn’t be seen back there. “How’d you do that?”

“Saw somethin’ shinin’ up there.”

“Must’ve been my spyglass.”

“Got to be careful with a spyglass. Sometimes
it’s safer not to use ‘em at all.” The man held up his hand. “I’m
Tim Connors, cavalry scout.”

“John Stone.”

They shook hands, and Stone could feel the
wiry strength in the old man’s body. Stone figured he must be in
his sixties, with deep wrinkles in his tanned face and a few of his
teeth missing. The Apache scouts’ faces were blank, red bandannas
tied around their heads. Their skin was brown and their eyes were
slitted.

“You might as well join up with us,” said
Connors. “Be safer that way.”

“That’s what I was intending to do. Where are
you headed?”

“Fort Kimball. It’s about ten miles
thataway.” Connors pointed toward the west.

“Is it near a town?”

“Santa Maria del Pueblo. We’ll git our horses
and be right with you.”

Connors and the Apaches ran into the brush
and returned a few moments later atop their horses. The Apaches
went first, and Stone rode behind Connors, because there wasn’t
enough space to ride beside him. Connors was slim, around five feet
eight inches tall, and the skin on the back of his neck looked like
old Spanish leather.

They came to a wide trail, and Connors pulled
back his reins, stopping in the middle of it. Stone looked west and
saw a cloud of dust in the distance, the oncoming cavalry. Connors
took a sip of water from his canteen. The Apaches scanned the
surrounding countryside, and Stone could sense their strength and
wildness. They reminded him of the Comanches in Texas.

“You lived out this way long?” Stone asked
Connors.

“Thirty years, more or less.”

Stone took a photograph out of his shirt
pocket and handed it to him. “Ever see her?”

Connors looked at the photograph, covered
with isinglass in a silver frame. It showed a pretty young blond
woman in a high-necked dress. “Don’t think so. Who is she?”

“Friend of mine.”

Connors handed the photograph back, and Stone
dropped it into his shirt pocket, buttoning the flap.

Connors looked at him disapprovingly. “You’re
not gonna last long out here, because you’re not pay in’ attention.
An Apache could be on top of you before you knew what hit you.”

“I thought we were safe, now that the cavalry
is close by.”

“You’re never safe on the desert, and never
will be until ev’ry damn Apache is dead. Keep yer eyes open.
Apaches ain’t afraid of the cavalry.”

Stone looked at the Apache scouts, who
appraised him calmly. The coyote howled again in the distance,
echoing across mesas and canyons. Vultures circled overhead, while
the saguaro cactuses stood like sentinels.

“What about those Apaches you’ve got with
you?” Stone asked. “Why are they working for the Army?”

“They do a job and git paid for it, same as
me.”

The cavalry column came closer, their flags
and guidons fluttering in the air, with the usual cavalry racket of
hoofbeats and jangling equipment. Stone closed his eyes for a few
seconds, and it reminded him of the war.

Opening his eyes again, he saw the blue
uniforms covered with dust and alkali. The men were hunched over,
wilting in their saddles, but their commanding officer sat upright
and raised his hand. The cavalry column stopped behind him.

“What’ve you got there, Connors?” asked the
commanding officer, a young lieutenant with a clipped black
mustache.

“Found this feller wanderin’ around,” Connors
replied. “His name’s John Stone.”

Stone urged his horse forward until he was
beside the officer. They shook hands.

“I’m Lieutenant Joshua Lowell,” the officer
said. “What’re you doing?”

“Headed for Tucson.”

“You must be new to this country, otherwise
you wouldn’t be traveling out here alone.”

“As a matter of fact I am new to this
area.”

“It’s not safe out here.”

“I thought I could handle myself.”

“You’d better ride with us to Fort
Kimball.”

Lieutenant Lowell raised his hand and then
moved it forward. The cavalry soldiers advanced over the trail.
Stone took his place beside Lieutenant Lowell, and estimated there
were about sixty men in the troop. The sun shone like a pan of
silver in the sky, and Stone felt beads of sweat roll down his
cheek. Connors rode ahead with his Apache scouts, to check the
terrain.

Lieutenant Lowell turned to Stone. “I see
you’re wearing an old Confederate cavalry hat. Were you in the
war?”

“Yes.”

“What unit?”

“First South Carolina Cavalry.”

“See any action?”

“Enough.”

“I regret that I was too young for the war,
but other times I’m glad I missed it. It was quite a time, I
imagine.”

“Wouldn’t want to go through it again,” Stone
replied.

“Some of the old-timers say it’s worse out
here in Apache country. This isn’t normal warfare, where you face
your enemy and fight him according to the book. Apaches never come
straight at you like in the battles of the Civil War. They favor
ambush and sneak attacks. You never know where they are, and for
all we know, there might be a whole army of them watching us right
now, ready to spring the trap.”

Stone scanned the desert,
looking for unusual movements and shapes,
but there were only scattered bushes, clumps of cactuses, and tall
saguaros standing like human beings with their arms upraised.
Ahead, the Apaches with Connors moved off the main
trail.

“I didn’t realize Apaches worked for the
Army,” Stone said. “I wonder why they betray their own people?”

“Money. Also, they have feuds among
themselves, and this is the way some of them get back at the
others.”

“Aren’t you worried that they might betray
you too? I mean, if they’re capable of betraying their own people,
they might do the same to you.”

“Hasn’t happened yet.”

Stone looked sideways at Lieutenant Lowell.
“How long have you been out here?”

“A little over a year.”

“Is it your first assignment?”

“How did you guess?”

“You’re not that old. Did you go to West
Point?”

“Yes. I take it you were an officer during
the war?”

“I was.”

“Did you go to the Point too?”

“The war broke out in my senior year, and I
joined the Confederate Army.”

“What brings you here?”

Stone unbuttoned his shirt pocket and handed
him the photograph. “I’m looking for this woman. Ever see her?”

Lieutenant Lowell gazed at the photograph.
“She’s very pretty. Who is she?”

“Friend of mine.”

“Don’t believe I know the lady.” Lieutenant
Lowell returned the photograph. “What happened to her?”

“Don’t know. That’s why I’m looking for her.”
Stone dropped the picture into his pocket. “Have you ever fought
the Apaches?”

“A few times. They’re quite different from
the Plains Indians, I’m told. The Plains Indians fight for glory
and honor, but Apaches fight to kill, maim, terrorize, torture, and
rape. If you ever see an Apache, you’d better kill him before he
kills you.”

“Except for your scouts.”

“No, don’t kill my scouts.”

“They must be a hardy people to survive out
here.”

“There’s nothing tougher than an Apache, and
they know this land thoroughly. Fighting and raiding is their life.
When they get old, they get left behind in the desert to die,
because an Apache who can’t fight is useless. The kids learn war as
soon as they can walk, and some of their women are as deadly as the
men. But the Apaches can’t hold out forever. More settlers are
moving to this territory every day. In another ten or twenty years
the Apaches won’t exist.”

“It’s a big country,” Stone said. “There’s a
lot of room to hide.”

“It’s only a matter of time before they’re
wiped out. They’re a primitive people, basically, and they won’t be
able to stop a modern army with modern weapons.”

Stone glanced at Lieutenant Lowell, the
handle of Lieutenant Lowell’s cavalry saber glinting in the sun.
Stone had carried a similar saber during the war, and cut down many
soldiers in blue, like Lieutenant Lowell.

“Where are you from, Lieutenant?” Stone
asked.

“Boston. How about you?”

“South Carolina, near Columbia.”

Boston had been the heart of the abolition
movement before the war, and South Carolina was plantation country.
Stone’s family had owned a large plantation with many slaves, but
now he rode across the desert with an officer in blue from Boston.
The world had turned upside down in only a few years.

Lieutenant Lowell turned to him, and his eyes
were red-rimmed from the glaring sun. “Ever think of returning to
the Army?”

“No thanks.”

“It’s a tough life, but I can’t imagine
anything better.”

“I can.”

“Such as what?”

“I’d like to have a ranch somewhere.”

“If it weren’t for the Army, there wouldn’t
be any ranches on the frontier.”

“I’ve had enough war.”

“The Apaches may have something to say about
that.”

“I wonder if any of them are around right
now?”

“I don’t think so, because if they were, they
would’ve killed you.”


Three figures lay flat on the ground atop the
hill where Stone had lain with his spyglass.

One was Red Feather, the medicine man, and
the other two were Black Bear and Eagle Claw. They’d been gathering
plants and herbs for their ceremonies when they’d seen the lone
rider on the black horse in the distance. Slowly they’d closed with
him, to kill him, steal his horse and weapons, but then the
bluecoats had arrived.

Now they watched their quarry riding away.
They’d stalked him for three hours and had been close enough to see
his fine horse and weapons. He’d been blundering across the desert
like a fool, and it would’ve been easy to kill him, leaving his
stripped corpse in the middle of the trail, to warn other white
eyes that the desert still belonged to the Apaches.

The bluecoats rode off in the direction of
Fort Kimball, and Red Feather needed a new rifle badly, because the
one he had was worn out, often misfiring, and it was difficult to
obtain ammunition.

In the old days, the bluecoats below him
would have been wiped out in an ambush, a fast and ferocious
slaughter, but now Apache traitors who worked for the bluecoats
would detect the ambush before it was sprung, so bluecoats rode
through Apache land as if they owned it, and the Apaches could do
little to stop them.

Red Feather looked up at the sky and saw
three vultures flying away. They’d been expecting to make a meal of
the lone white rider, but the bluecoats had saved his life and the
vultures would have to find another meal.

Red Feather watched the big
white eyes on the black horse riding toward Fort Kimball with the
soldiers. You got away this time,
Red Feather thought, but
maybe next time you will not be so lucky.




Chapter Two

It was night when the cavalry troop arrived
in Santa Maria del Pueblo, and the streets were crowded with
processions of Mexicans. Torches and lamps blazed in front of squat
adobe buildings, and men wearing huge sombreros strummed guitars.
Children, begging for coins, ran alongside the cavalry
soldiers.

Stone rode in front of the column with
Lieutenant Lowell and the scouts.

“The Mexicans’re having their yearly festival
here,” Lieutenant Lowell explained, the light from lanterns
flickering on his youthful face. “On this date, about seventy-five
years ago, the Virgin Mary supposedly was seen here by a Franciscan
priest. A church was built on the site where the visitation took
place. People from miles around come here for the holiday every
year.”

“Where’s the livery stable?”

“Just down the street on the right. The
hotel’s next door. The best restaurant in town is the La Briza, if
you like spicy food. If you want to come out to the fort, just ask
for me. We can have a drink together at the officers’ club.”

“I’ll take you up on that one of these
nights,” Stone said. “Thanks for accompanying me here.”

“Glad to have you along. Do yourself a favor
and don’t go out on the desert alone anymore.”

Stone touched a finger to the brim of his hat
and pulled his horse away from the cavalry troop. Stone’s horse
danced at the side of the road as the cavalry troop passed,
clanging and pounding, sending up a cloud of dust. Stone rode into
the livery stable and pulled the saddle off the black. He rubbed it
down, as it ate oats in the trough.

Stone patted the horse on its massive haunch.
“See you later, old boy. I’ve got to tie on the feed bag
myself.”

He tossed the saddlebags over his shoulder
and walked to the sidewalk. A child ran by, blowing a tin horn, and
a Mexican on a horse yipped and yelled as he rode toward the saloon
at the end of the street. Stone came to the Cardenas Hotel, a
sprawling adobe structure, and entered the lobby. American cowboys
and Mexican men sat around on the chairs, talking loudly, and a
Mexican with a long black mustache with the ends turned up worked
behind the desk.

“Room for the night,” Stone said, “in back
where it’s quiet.”

“You are new in town, Señor?”

“Just arrived.”

“I am Pedro Cardenas, and this is my
establishment. Welcome.” He shook Stone’s hand. “Where are you
coming from?”

“Nolan.”

“What brings you to Santa Maria del
Pueblo?”

Stone took out the picture of Marie and
showed it to him. “Ever see this woman?”

“She is very pretty, but no, I do not believe
that I have. Who is she?”

“Friend of mine.”

“Perhaps if you go to the church and pray to
the Virgin, you will find her.”

Stone signed the register and Pedro Cardenas
gave him a key. Stone walked down a corridor lined on both sides
with doors, and finally came to his room. He unlocked the door and
walked inside, lighting the coal-oil lamp on the dresser with a
match.

The room was a tiny cell containing a narrow
cot, a wooden chair, and the dresser. A brightly colored Mexican
blanket covered the cot, and Stone sat on it, rolling a cigarette.
A crucifix hung on the wall above the bed.

This was the first time Stone ever had been
in a town that was predominantly Mexican, and he felt as if he were
in a foreign country. Puffing the cigarette, he took out the
picture of Marie and looked at it. For four years he’d ridden from
town to town on the frontier, showing her picture, and no one had
seen her. Sometimes it got discouraging, but Stone kept at it. He
couldn’t forget her.

They’d grown up on neighboring plantations in
South Carolina, and he’d loved her ever since he was a little boy.
They became engaged while he was at West Point, and then the war
came. When he returned home after Appomattox, the plantation had
been burned to the ground, his parents had died, and Marie had
disappeared. Nobody knew what happened to her. Some thought she’d
gone west with a Union officer.

That had been difficult for Stone to believe,
but all he could do was come west and look for her. He’d never
worked a day in his life before going to West Point, but now he was
just another drifter on the frontier, carrying another dream in his
heart, the dream of a woman calling to him from the past and
leading him into the future.

He thought he’d rest for a couple of days in
Santa Maria del Pueblo and then move on to Tucson. Maybe he could
travel with a stagecoach or other people, since everybody thought
he shouldn’t be out on the desert alone.

His stomach rumbled and he decided to get
something to eat, but first he had to clean up. A basin and pitcher
of water were on the dresser, and he washed his face and hands,
then combed the dust and alkali out of his hair. He thought he
ought to shave, because he had four days of stubble on his cheeks
and chin, but thought he’d do that in the morning.

He put on a clean red shirt and tucked it
into his pants, then readjusted his two crisscrossed gunbelts. He
wore Colts in greased holsters tied to his legs.

He put on his old cavalry
hat and smiled at himself in the mirror, and his white teeth
gleamed in the light of the lamp. He left the hotel room and made
his way through the network of corridors
to the lobby and then the sidewalk outside.

Three Señoritas walked by, their long skirts
billowing around them. Stone passed a group of Mexican men in wide
sombreros, blowing a lively Mexican tune on their trumpets. A
skinny little Mexican boy with ragged clothes and big brown eyes
ran up to Stone and tugged at his shirt.

“Fifty cents my sister,” the boy said. “She
is beautiful — you will like her.”

“Sorry.”

“Forty cents?”

Stone shook his head, but the boy wouldn’t
let him go.

“What is wrong with you, cowboy?” the boy
asked mockingly. “Don’t you like pretty girls?”

Stone stopped and looked down at him. “How
can you sell your own sister?”

“For the money, cowboy. Come on, you pay now
and have a good time, yes?”

“Afraid not.”

“Thirty cents?”

Stone handed him a few coins. “You look like
you could use a good meal.”

The boy stopped and stared at the coins in
his dirty palm, as if unable to believe what had happened. Stone
continued to walk and came to a public square crowded with people.
A small church with a tall spire was in the background, illuminated
by torches. Vendors sold food at little wooden stands and a band
was playing beside the church, while couples danced to the
music.

The little boy caught up with Stone and
looked up at him. “You are new in town, no?”

“Yes.”

“I am Paco, and I will be your friend. Who
are you?”

“My name’s John Stone.”

“I will show you everything. What do you want
to see first?”

Stone stared at crowds of people entering and
leaving the church, and recalled what Pedro Cardenas had said about
praying for good luck in his search for Marie.

“Are you hungry?” Paco asked. “This man here
sell very fine burritos.”

Stone looked in the
direction where Paco was pointing, and saw
a sad-faced Mexican at a wooden stand. “Get two,” Stone said to
Paco, dropping more coins into his hand.

Paco ran off to the vendor, and Stone stared
at the church. It was crude, obviously slapped together by local
citizens, a fortress of God in the middle of the desert. Some
people laughed nearby, and seven Mexicans galloped past on horses,
firing their pistols in the air.

Paco returned with two white rolls of dough,
and handed one to Stone. “You will like it,” he said. “It will make
you strong with women.”

Stone bit into the burrito, and it was like
eating fire. Tears came to his eyes and he coughed.

“I get you something to drink!” Paco
shouted.

The boy ran off, and Stone swallowed the food
desperately. Nearby, an old gray-haired Mexican woman laughed at
him.

“You gringos are ridiculous,” she said.

“Food’s pretty hot.”

“It is not the food. You are weak, like all
gringos. You do not know what is good, and you destroy everything
you do not understand.”

The old woman stepped back into the crowd,
just as Paco broke through, carrying two glasses of beer, and
handed one to Stone.

“Drink!” Paco commanded.

Stone raised the glass to his lips and took a
swig. It was ice-cold. “How much do I owe you?”

“Fifty cents.”

Stone handed him more coins, and Paco counted
them carefully like a teller in a bank. Stone took another bite out
of the burrito, and this time it didn’t burn so much. It was filled
with beans and meat with a special sauce.

“Where you want to go now, John Stone?” the
boy asked, his mouth full of burrito.

“I think I’ll go in that church over there,
after I finish eating.”

“You are Catholic?”

“No.”

“What are you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you believe in God?”

“I think so.”

“What do you believe in more than anything
else in the world?”

Stone thought for a few moments, then tapped
one of his Colt .45s. “This.”

“They say that whatever you believe in more
than anything else, that is your God.”

“What do you believe in?”

“Jesus Cristo.”

“How can you believe in Jesus Christ, and
then try to sell me your sister for fifty cents?”

“A man has got to eat.”

“Don’t you go to school?”

“My father says that in
school you only learn to be estupido.”

“Everybody needs an education.”

“I get along all right. What were you talking
to that old woman about?”

“She called me a gringo.”

“You are a gringo.”

“What’s a gringo?”

“You who have conquered us.”

“My people were conquered too.”

“Who were your people?”

“We called ourselves the Confederacy.”

“The gringo soldiers in gray! I know about
the gringo soldiers in gray. They come here once, a long time ago.
My father say they were just as bad as the gringo soldiers in
blue.”

Stone finished his burrito and washed it down
with beer. “Paco, you know everybody in this town?”

“Sure do.”

Stone took out the picture of Marie. “Ever
see this woman?”

The boy stared at the
picture. “She is very pretty, like a princesa. Who is she?”

“Friend of mine.”

Paco pointed to the church across the
bustling square. “You should go into that church over there and
pray to the Blessed Mother that you find her. There was a big
miracle here once, you hear about it?”

“The Virgin Mary appeared to a priest,
right?”

“Yes, and the priest have
the stigmata. His name was Padre Fernando, and he bleed from his
hands and heart and feets, like Jesus
Cristo. He is buried in the church,
underneath the statue of the Blessed Mother. You go in there and
pray that you find your princesa,
and then you will find her, you will see. Come
on. I take you.”

Paco grabbed Stone’s hand and dragged him
across the square, passing guitar players, dancing girls, food
vendors, and children chasing each other through the crowds. A
flock of pigeons flew overhead to the top of the church steeple,
where they perched and looked down into the square.

Stone and Paco approached the front of the
church, which was illuminated by candles and torches. Throngs of
people entered and departed through the wide-open doorway. Stone
looked inside and hesitated; it seemed mysterious and strange.

Paco pushed him hard, and Stone found himself
passing through the doorway, entering the church. It was mostly
dark except for an altar in front, where a statue of the Virgin
Mary stood in the light of candles, and people clustered around,
praying on their knees.

Smaller altars were located along the walls
of the church, where other people were praying, and as Stone’s eyes
adjusted to the darkness, he saw additional people praying on their
knees in the pews. Someone played a guitar softly. Stone moved into
the shadows and watched what was going on.

Stone believed vaguely in God, but never had
seen anything quite like what was before him. People prayed
fervently and deeply all across the church, and he couldn’t help
being moved by their devotion. They were true believers and their
faith was strong, whereas he wasn’t exactly sure of what he
believed in.

Everyone’s attention was centered around the
statue of the Virgin at the front of the church placed on the spot
where she’d appeared to Father Fernando. Stone wondered if he was
witnessing pathetic superstition or a genuine miracle.

Before he knew what he was doing, he found
himself moving with the rest of the pilgrims down the aisle toward
the statue. He was caught up in the movement of bodies, and like a
mighty wave it carried him toward the statue. As he drew closer, he
could see that it was made of plaster, gaudily painted, chipped
here and there, sort of a caricature of a pious woman with a halo,
wearing a blue and white gown, looking up with doe eyes toward
heaven and carrying an infant with a halo in her arms.

The statue looked cheap and
mawkish to Stone, but it gave him an eerie feeling and his eyes
were watering, probably from the incense and smoke from the
candles. Standing to the side of the statue, he recalled what Paco
had told him about praying for luck, so he closed his eyes and felt
stupid as he asked: Please send me
somebody who’s seen Marie.

When he opened his eyes he saw a beautiful
young Mexican woman with black hair and golden earrings approaching
the statue down the middle of the aisle. She wore a white blouse
and brown skirt, and dropped to her knees in front of the statue,
crossing herself gracefully, clasping her hands together, and
closing her eyes.

Her lips moved silently as
she prayed, and Stone felt her religious zeal. She looked like a
young madonna. I wonder what she’s praying
for?

The woman arose, adjusted her black shawl
around her shoulders, and moved toward the door. Stone followed
her, but some Mexicans walked in front of him, and by the time he
pushed his way through them, she was
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